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Recognising emotional expressions of complaining customers: 
A cross-cultural study 
 
Abstract 
 
Purpose: To test service providers’ ability to recognise non-verbal emotions in complaining 
customers of same and different cultures. 
Design/methodology/approach:  In a laboratory study using a between-subjects 
experimental design (n = 153), we tested the accuracy of service providers’ perceptions of the 
emotional expressions of anger, fear, shame, and happiness of customers from varying 
cultural backgrounds.  After viewing video vignettes of customers complaining (with the 
audio removed), participants (in the role of service providers) assessed the emotional state of 
the customers portrayed in the video. 
Findings:  Service providers in culturally mismatched dyads were prone to misreading anger, 
happiness and shame expressed by dissatisfied customers.  Happiness was misread in the 
displayed emotions of both dyads.  Anger was recognisable in the Anglo customers but not 
Confucian Asian, while Anglo service providers misread both shame and happiness in 
Confucian Asian customers. 
Research limitations/implications: The study was conducted in the laboratory and was 
based solely on participant’s perceptions of actors’ non-verbal facial expressions in a single 
encounter. 
Practical implications: Given the level of ethnic differences in developed nations, a 
culturally sensitive workplace is needed to foster effective functioning of service employee 
teams.  Ability to understand cultural display rules and to recognise and interpret emotions is 
an important skill for people working in direct contact with customers. 
Originality/value: This research addresses the lack of empirical evidence for the recognition 
of customer emotions by service providers and the impact of cross-cultural differences. 
Keywords: Services marketing, Emotional expression, Culture, Complaints, Non-verbal 
communication, Facial display 
 
Type of Paper: Research Paper 
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Recognising emotional expressions of complaining customers: 
A cross-cultural study 
1.0 Introduction 
When a service firm fails in some part of its delivery, this service failure is often 
accompanied by customer dissatisfaction, negative customer emotions, and lower perceived 
service quality (Smith and Bolton, 2002).  Despite experiencing dissatisfaction with the 
service, however, not all customers complain (Chebat et al., 2005); yet the consequences for 
the firm are often similar to the situation of a mismanaged complaint: decreased re-patronage, 
negative word-of-mouth, and decreased sales (Halstead, 2002).  It could therefore be argued 
that doing nothing on the part of the service provider is a form of complaint mismanagement.  
One explanation for this may be that, during interactions with customers, the service provider 
lacks ability to detect accurately the negative emotions expressed by customers and so 
misinterprets the severity of the service failure.  In this respect, while researchers have 
investigated felt emotions in customers (Bougie et al., 2003; Smith et al., 1999), emotional 
contagion (Dallimore et al., 2007; Pugh, 2001), behavioural outcomes of emotion (Keeffe et 
al., 2008), and the cognitive antecedents of emotion (McColl-Kennedy and Sparks, 2003), 
only one study to date (Scherer and Ceschi, 2000) investigated service providers’ accuracy in 
the recognition of expressed customer emotions. 
An additional factor in face-to-face service encounters is the increasing prevalence of 
customers from diverse cultural backgrounds (Lin et al., 2007).  Clearly, this adds a further 
layer of complexity to emotion recognition because of variations of emotional display rules in 
cultures (Elfenbein and Ambady, 2002, 2003).  For example, Au et al. (2001) demonstrated 
that customers in Eastern cultures are less likely to voice their complaints despite negative 
emotions being felt (Tang, 2007), thus leaving the service provider unaware that 
dissatisfaction has occurred.  Further, in most cross-cultural studies of service interactions, the 
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comparison base tends to be between cultures, predominantly East versus West (e.g., Kirkman et 
al., 2006), failing to acknowledge that substantially greater levels of intra-cluster variation might 
also exist (Blodgett et al., 2006).  Thus, there is a need to examine within-culture accuracy of 
emotional recognition as well as between-culture recognition. 
In summary, our aim is to examine recognition accuracy in service environments 
where service providers are exposed to cross-cultural situations, and to further examine 
recognition accuracy in intra-cultural situations. 
 
2.0 Theoretical background 
2.1 Emotions and customer complaints 
The importance of service providers’ understanding of customers’ emotions during service 
failure is evident in the customer complaint and service recovery literature (cf. Bonifield and 
Cole, 2007; Smith and Bolton, 2002).  While research has typically concentrated on other-
attributed emotions such as varying degrees of anger (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2009), 
Tronvoll (2011) also found that customers experience self-attributed emotions (e.g. shame) 
and situational-attributed emotions (e.g. fear). In this research, we followed Tronvoll’s lead to 
consider whether these three categories of negative customer emotions are recognised by 
service providers. 
Typically, researchers in service failure and customer complaints literature have found 
that dissatisfied customers will experience negative emotions.  For example, in comparing 
complainers and non-complainers, Voorhees et al. (2006) found that both parties experienced 
negative affect following a service failure and the intensity of this affect was greater for those 
complainers who received no or dissatisfactory service recovery.  Therefore, if the service 
provider misinterprets the intensity of the negative emotions felt by a complainant, then any 
attempt at service recovery runs the risk of being mismanaged or misdirected.  Given 
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evidence that 70-95% of dissatisfied customers do not complain verbally (Harari, 1992), the 
ability to interpret the emotional expression of customers accurately, especially where voice 
is silent, becomes an imperative. 
We argue, even if a customer does not verbally complain, that negative emotions may 
nevertheless be evident through other forms of emotional display, including facial expression.  
In our study, therefore, we contribute to the literature by identifying service providers’ ability 
to interpret accurately the emotional expression of customers in service failure situations. 
 
2.2 Emotional expression as communication 
Scholars (cf. Mattila and Enz, 2002; Sutton and Rafaeli, 1988) note that customers’ 
communication of their felt emotions is largely reflected in facial expression.  For example, 
when customers look angry, they are most likely signalling to the service provider that they 
need help (Hochschild, 2003).  In face-to-face interactions, a service provider can assess the 
affective state of the customer through non-verbal cues, such as facial expressions, body 
gestures and movement, and tone of voice (Eunson, 2005). 
In particular, while researchers (e.g., Ekman, 2003; Grandey et al., 2005; Matsumoto, 
1989) have demonstrated that facial expressions are an important indicator of emotion, 
research has also consistently shown that lay individuals are not particularly good at 
interpreting them (Ekman, 2003; Scherer and Ceschi, 2000), especially in the case of negative 
emotions (Elfinbein and Ambady, 2002).  Moreover, many low-level customer contact 
positions are filled by casual or part-time employees, who lack training in customer 
interactions.  High levels of emotional intelligence (Mayer et al., 2000), and hence an ability 
to read the facial expressions of others accurately, is not normally taken into consideration by 
service organisations when recruiting for these positions.  These employees therefore cannot 
be assumed to have any more ability to interpret facial expressions than the average lay 
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person.  Consequently, service providers might not be expected or trained to recognise 
accurately dissatisfied customers’ emotions. 
Scherer and Ceschi (2000), in a study of the emotional recognition of dissatisfied 
customers in airports, framed accuracy as, “How well does the self-reported feeling state of a 
person correspond to the other-attribution that an airline agent forms in the naturally 
occurring interaction?” (p. 328).  In our research, we therefore define accuracy in a similar 
manner.  Specifically, we define accuracy as the extent to which the self-reported emotions 
(customer) correspond to the emotions attributed to the customer by the participants (service 
providers). The higher the correspondence between the provider’s perceptions of the 
customer’s emotions and the customer’s felt emotions, the higher the level of accuracy.  Our 
research thus extends Scherer and Ceschi’s work by adding the dimension of culturally based 
display rules. 
 
2.3 The influence of culture on emotional expression 
Displays of emotions have been found to be universal and not learned through socialization 
specific to any particular culture (Ekman, 1972, 2003).  Ekman found that people in different 
cultures will perceive the same emotion given a particular facial expression; e.g. a smile in 
Papua New Guinea is the same in England, and people from either country can recognise it as 
such.  Individuals may not however, always be aware of the emotional state that has produced 
a specific expression owing to the social regulation mechanisms preventing accurate displays 
of underlying emotions (Scherer and Ceschi, 2000).  Moreover, public emotional displays are 
culturally specific and are influenced by the social context (Becht and Vingerhoets, 2002; 
Ekman, 1972; Matsumoto et al., 1998).  In particular, members of different cultures base 
their behaviour on different sets of shared norms that dictate how individuals should modify 
their behaviour and emotional expression to suit the social circumstance (Matsumoto et al., 
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2005).  Hence, differences in cultural norms are likely to influence the expression of 
emotions. 
A corollary of this is that interpretation of emotional expression is likely to be based 
on culturally determined display rules and social norms.  It would seem reasonable therefore 
to conclude that only extended exposure to that culture and its emotional display rules will 
enable an individual to recognise what emotions are being experienced (Ekman and Friesen, 
2003; Ratner, 2000).  For instance, seeing a Japanese person whose cultural display rules 
encourage smiling when confronted with bad news may lead to confusion and an 
interpretation of happiness by someone who has been socialised with Anglo display rules 
(Kharbanda and Stallworthy, 1991).  In this respect, Frank and Stennett (2001) found that 
Confucian Asians will not express disappointment or anger on their face following a negative 
event, but will continue to smile.  It was therefore important for us to include happiness in 
this research (because we were trying to discover if Anglos could interpret accurately the 
facial expressions of Confucian Asians). 
Ratner (2000) has noted further that cultural rules of expression can overrule physical 
tendencies for expressing emotions.  Therefore, since customers from Asian cultures readily 
conform to social norms (Matsumoto et al., 2008), they should be less likely than Anglos to 
express negative emotions following a service failure (Eid and Diener, 2001).  Cultural 
sensitivity thus becomes more important when the interaction occurs between parties of 
different cultures.  Earley and Ang (2003) attribute this difference in importance to dissimilar 
interpretation and expectation of individuals from different backgrounds.  We therefore 
expect that the display and recognition of customer emotions following a service failure is 
likely to be moderated by the cultural match (or mismatch) of the sender and receiver.  
Hence, differences in cultural norms are likely to influence customer behaviour, including the 
expression of emotions.  Thus, following a service failure: 
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H1. A service provider is more likely to read accurately the displayed emotions of 
dissatisfied customers when a service provider and customer are culturally 
matched rather than when they are mismatched. 
 
2.4 Cultural grouping 
To define the cultural groups used in this study, we used the cluster classification of GLOBE 
societies (House et al., 2002; House et al., 2004).  This cross-cultural study examined 62 
societal cultures and used measures that were rigorously developed, yielding strong 
psychometric properties (Hanges and Dickson, 2004).  The GLOBE data identified ten 
‘cultural clusters’ (Gupta et al., 2002).  For the present study, we focus on two of these, the 
Anglo (Australia, England, White South Africa, New Zealand, Canada, Ireland, and USA) 
and the East or ‘Confucian’ Asian cultures (China, Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong, South 
Korea, and Japan), because of their predominance in service interaction in the industry in 
which we collected data. 
Generally, individuals from Anglo cultures are more likely to approach 
confrontational situations and to engage in conflict than those from Confucian Asian cultures 
(Ashkanasy et al., 2002).  This may lead to the expression of emotions such as rage or 
frustration.  Socialization has resulted in people from individualist (Anglo) cultures being 
more expressive in their emotions (Sun et al., 2004).  They want other people to know how 
they feel and place less emphasis on preserving harmony in the group (Schimmack et al., 
2005).  Based on this theory, we suggest that, following a service failure, Anglo customers 
are likely to feel comfortable with expressing emotions associated with their feelings of 
dissatisfaction.  Hence, these emotions should be more easily recognised by service providers 
than the displayed emotions of Confucian customers who experience the same service failure.  
8 
 
Customers from a Confucian culture, on the other hand, are more likely to mask or to tone 
down the emotions they experience as a result of the service failure. 
Cultural norms relating to the appropriateness of expressing emotions in the presence 
of others may have some bearing on whether or not emotion expressions are restricted, and 
hence, on individuals’ experience in recognising felt emotions.  Within Anglo cultures, there 
appear to be fewer differences in emotional display rules across countries.  This may be 
because the majority of the culturally dominant population of the countries representative of 
the Anglo cluster originally stem from a single source in relatively recent times (Ashkanasy 
et al., 2002).  On the other hand, there is evidence of greater diversity of cultural values 
between the countries of Confucian Asia (Li et al., 2001).  For example, while the Chinese 
societies of Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore are collectively represented within the one 
cultural cluster (Confucian Asia), Li et al. (2001, p. 3) suggest that these countries “have 
been experiencing cultural changes in very different directions”.  Elfenbein and Ambady 
(2002) reinforce this notion that variance in the accuracy of interpreting emotions is 
determined by the degree to which cultural norms impose regulations or restrictions on the 
expression or recognition of emotions, and in particular, negative emotions. 
We therefore contend that, even though a customer and service provider can be 
culturally matched (come from the same cultural cluster), if there is more variation of the 
display rules in that cultural region, then it is potentially more difficult to recognise 
accurately the felt emotions of the other person.  Thus, following a service failure: 
H2. The displayed emotions of customers from Anglo cultures will be recognised 
more accurately by service providers than customers from Confucian cultures.  
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3.0 Method 
We tested our hypotheses in a two-stage study.  First we developed the video stimuli where 
actors from Confucian and Anglo cultures played the role of a complaining customer.  
Second, we conducted an experiment where four sets of participants and their responses to 
viewing one version of the video stimuli were compared with respect to accuracy. 
3.1 Stimulus development 
The first stage of our research involved developing a scenario that could be role-played and 
filmed to produce the stimuli.  For authenticity, five scenarios were taken from customer 
complaints made to a government department responsible for upholding legal and ethical 
trading standards.  The only changes made to the complaints were the removal of identifying 
names or places.  These scenarios were then rated to find the one scenario, of the five, with 
the highest credibility and effect on the participants’ emotions.  This involved a sample of 25 
participants (55% female; age range 18-50years old; 49% Anglo and 51% Confucian).  The 
gender and cultural background of the sample were considered important in finding a 
scenario that would be applicable to men and women, and Anglo and Confucian customers.  
No differences in the ratings were found due to gender or cultural background. 
The credibility of the complaint scenarios was measured using two items (both using 
5-point scales): “I was able to empathise with the customer described in the scenario” and “I 
think this situation could have occurred in the real world”.  The emotional effect of the 
complaint scenarios was measured using three emotion words: anger, frustration and irritation 
(using Richins’s 4 point scale).  These three emotion words are common emotions 
experienced during service failures and complaint situations (Smith et al., 1999).  Results 
indicated that the scenario selected for the video stimuli had high credibility on both items (M 
= 4.19, SD = .71 and M = 4.44, SD = .77 respectively) and evoked strong negative emotions 
(M anger = 3.61, SD = .76; M frustration = 3.58, SD = .67; M irritation = 3.58, SD = .67). 
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We then used this as the scenario that the actors (playing the role of a complaining 
customer) used to complain to a service employee.  Using a role-play in a controlled 
environment we are able to eliminate many of the extraneous factors that may affect the 
internal validity of the experiment.  Role plays also overcome issues of faulty recall that a 
survey based approach cannot (Magnini et al., 2007).  We employed video stimuli (rather 
than stills) on the basis of Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2002, p. 205) observation that “even 
small amounts of dynamic non-verbal information (of which facial expressions are just one 
form) can yield more accurate interpersonal judgments than judgments based on static 
information”.  Moreover, Bateson and Hui (1992) have shown that video stimuli evoke the 
same psychological and behavioural responses as occurs in actual service settings. 
Four actors (see Table 1 for details) were asked to read the scenario and then to 
respond as if they were the customer who had experienced the service failure.  To avoid 
confounding gender issues the actors (customers) confronted a service provider of the same 
gender.  In an effort to ensure the authenticity of the displayed emotions, the actors were told 
only that they were to take on the role of someone complaining to a retail store about the 
store not accepting responsibility for repairs to a faulty computer they had recently 
purchased.  There was no implication that they should show any particular emotion.  This 
was designed to give the role play a more realistic feeling, and hence, a more realistic image 
of the complaining customer (as compared to asking them to act angrily).  Only the 
complaining customers were shown in the film since our research focused on the facial 
expressions of dissatisfied customers. 
A 30 second clip was taken from each video for the experimental stimulus.  Ambady 
and Rosenthal (1993) have shown that exposure to non-verbal behaviour for 30 seconds 
enables observers to judge the affective state of the observed.  The audio track was removed 
to ensure participants focused on the facial expressions. This was because the face is often the 
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most visible cue to a customer’s true feelings, especially for service organisations, such as 
banks, that use service counters to separate customers and service providers or in retail and 
restaurants where the staff are monitoring the demeanour of customers without necessarily 
being in verbal contact. 
Self-rating scales were used to ascertain the actors’ actual feelings to show that they 
were deep acting (i.e., actually experiencing the emotions), rather than just surface acting 
(Grandey, 2003).  The intensity of the four emotions actually felt by the actors (actual 
emotions) was measured using items from Richins’s (1997) consumption emotion set.  
Specifically, those items that are representative of anger (frustrated, angry, irritated. α = .85), 
fear (scared, afraid, panicky. α = .83), shame (embarrassed, ashamed, humiliated. α = .51) 
and happiness (pleased, happy, joyful. α = .86). The alpha for the felt shame scale was lower 
than .7, however.  Consequently, and consistent with literature showing that single-item 
measures can be valid measures of affective attitudes (Wanous et al., 1997) we assessed this 
emotion using a single item (“ashamed”). 
All items were measured using four point Likert type scales anchored by “not at all 
feeling…” and “feeling extremely…”  The actors also rated their propensity to complain, 
ability to take on the role of the customer (both one item, 7 point scales) and ability to deal 
with their own emotions (23-item ‘Ability to deal with own emotions’ scale, OwnES, from 
the Workgroup Emotional Intelligence Profile, Version 3 (α = .83) (WEIP-3: Jordan et al., 
2002) to ensure that they had sufficient capability to report their felt emotions.  In this case, 
the actors all recorded a high score (> 5.00 on a 7-point scale), indicating they were aware of 
their own emotions and as such, their reported emotions were likely to reflect accurately the 
emotions they displayed (see Table I).  This is important because the participants (as the 
service providers) in the experiment were to be asked to rate the emotions on the face of the 
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actor (customer); and this perception was then compared for accuracy with the felt emotions 
of the actor.  Details of the actors’ suitability for the role of customers are provided in Table I. 
Table I. Characteristics of Actors used in the stimuli 
 Actor characteristics (customer) Interviewer 
characteristics 
(Service provider) 
Video 
No. 
Culture Gender Able to 
take on 
the role of 
customer* 
Likely to 
complain
* 
Aware of 
own 
emotions* 
Intensity of felt emotion ** Culture Gender 
Anger  Fear Shame Happiness  
1 Confucian Female 5.00 3.00 5.04 3.75 1.75 3.00 1.00 Confucian Female 
2 Confucian Male 4.00 4.00 5.09 3.40 2.65 1.00 1.35 Anglo Male 
3 Anglo Female 6.00 6.00 5.39 4.00 2.00 1.00 1.35 Confucian Female 
4 Anglo Male 6.00 5.00 5.78 4.00 2.30 1.00 2.10 Anglo Male 
* (1-7 scale, where 1 = not at all “….” and 7 =  extremely “….”) 
** (1-4 scale where 1 = not at all feeling “….” and 4 = feeling extremely “.…”) 
 
3.2 Experimental Procedure 
In the final stage of the study, we randomly assigned Anglo and Confucian participants to 
watch one of the four video clips while assuming the role of the service employee being 
confronted by the customer portrayed in the video.  We used a 2 (service provider’s cultural 
background) x 2 (customer’s cultural background) between-subjects factorial design; thus 
allowing for a culturally matched and mismatched combination of customer and service 
provider (i.e. Anglo-Anglo, Confucian-Confucian, Anglo-Confucian, and Confucian-Anglo).  
The cell size for each manipulation ranged from 37 to 39 participants. 
Following the viewing, we measured participants’ perception of customers’ emotions 
using same items from the Richins (1997) consumption emotion set as had been used to 
measure the actors’ emotions.  We also employed the 7 items of the WEIP-3 scale (7 point 
scales) relating directly to ‘Ability to recognise others’ emotions’ (OtherES, α = .84).  These 
items were chosen because they are concerned with the participants’ (service providers’) 
ability to recognise the emotions of others.  Alphas for each scale are provided in Table II 
plus the items and reliabilities for all scales are shown in Appendix 1.  Note, however, that 
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although the alpha for perceived shame was .75, we nonetheless assessed it using a single 
item (“ashamed”) to enable comparability with our measure of felt shame. 
Finally, to assess the accuracy of the service providers’ ability to read the emotions 
felt by the customers (in the video stimulus) we followed Scherer and Ceschi (2000) 
conceptualisation of accuracy.  We therefore examined the correlation between the felt and 
perceived emotion for each of anger, fear, shame and happiness; hence, the stronger the 
correlation, the greater the accuracy of the service provider’s judgment of the actual emotions 
of the customer. If the correlation is negative, however, the accuracy is also diminished 
insofar as the service provider is mistakenly perceiving another emotion to that experienced 
by the customer (rather than just not perceiving the felt emotion at all). 
 
3.3 Participants 
We used both Anglo and Confucian Asian participants because these are two diversely 
different cultural groups, have significant populations in Australia and hence would provide 
variation in the results.   
Participants (n=153) were postgraduate business students studying at a large 
Australian university, aged from 18 to 50 years (68% were between 21 and 30); 58.6% were 
female and 59.5% were Confucian.  None of the Confucian Asian participants had been in 
Australia for more than two months, so it was unlikely that these individuals had become 
Westernised in this time period.  Most (85.3%) reported current or recent experience working 
in customer service roles.  Post hoc analysis of the sample showed that there was no 
significant difference between those with experience and those without in their ‘ability to 
recognise others’ emotions’ (OtherES) (Jordan et al., 2002) or their perceptions of the 
emotions portrayed by the actors. 
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4.0 Results 
4.1 Descriptive statistics 
Table II shows descriptive statistics for the variables used in our analysis.  Comparisons of 
the mean scores for anger (M actual anger = 3.52 v M perceived anger = 2.592, t = 16.33, p < .01) and 
fear (M actual fear = 1.98 v M perceived fear = 2.27, t = 4.31, p < .01) indicate that our respondents 
underestimated the level of two emotions felt by the customer in the video. As expected, 
there was also a negative correlation between the levels of happiness (both felt and perceived) 
and the negative emotions of anger and fear.  Apart from a small correlation between 
OtherES and perceived anger (r = .207, p < .05), there was no correlation between the 
participants’ ability to recognise emotions in others (OtherES) and the perceived degree of 
emotional intensity.  Despite a relatively high score of 5.3 on a 1-7 scale for OtherES, this 
finding emphasises the difficulty experienced by the participants in perceiving the actual 
emotions felt by the customers. 
Table II. Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables for measured emotions 
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. Perceived anger 2.59  (.812) (.88)         
2. Felt anger 3.52  (.393) .529** (.85)        
3. Perceived fear 1.98  (.730) .534** .343** (.67)       
4. Felt fear 2.27  (.438) -.023 -.144 .089 (.64)      
5. Perceived shame 1.57  (.748) .070 -.046 .341** .250** (a)     
6. Felt shame 1.26  (.675) -.349** -.318** -.412** -.530** -.296** (a)    
7. Perceived happiness 1.65  (.630) -.520** -.286** -.429** -.066 -.063 .452** (.73)   
8. Felt happiness 1.61  (.439) -.557** -.737** -.320** -.337** .036 -.536** .355** (.86)  
9. Other ES 5.30 (.778) .207*  .103  .018  -.098  (.84) 
Note. Internal consistency reliabilities (Cronbach α) are shown in parentheses on the diagonal. (a) Shame was measured by a single 
item: Ashamed 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
 
4.2 Hypotheses tests 
In H1 we hypothesised that “a service provider is more likely to read accurately the 
displayed emotions of dissatisfied customers when a service provider and customer are 
culturally matched rather than when they are mismatched.”  For this to be supported, the 
correlations between the intensity of felt emotions (reported by the customers in the video) 
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and the intensity of these emotions perceived by service providers (the respondents who 
watched the video) would be significantly higher, and therefore more accurate, for the 
culturally matched treatment than the culturally mismatched treatment. 
To test H1, we conducted Pearson product-moment correlations between actual and 
perceived emotions based on the match/mismatch dyads (refer columns one and three of 
Table III).  As both differences in gender and OtherES have been shown to influence 
recognition of emotions in others (Petrides et al., 2004; Jordan et al., 2002) we controlled for 
these two variables.  The results for both the raw and partitioned correlations are shown in 
Table III.  A Fisher’s Z-test was then undertaken using the partitioned correlations of each of 
the emotion variables to find the difference between the matched and mismatched cultures 
(see column five, Table III).  Results show that the measures of actual and perceived anger 
were correlated in both the matched culture dyads and the mismatched culture dyads.  The 
difference between these correlations was statistically different (Z=3.32, p < 0.01) indicating 
service providers are more likely to read accurately customers’ anger when dyads  are 
matched rather than mismatched.  Happiness shows a significant negative correlation – in 
both the matched and mismatched dyads, therefore suggesting that service providers mistook 
displayed happiness for actual happiness.  Shame also showed a negative correlation between 
the actual and perceived emotion, but only for the mismatched culture.  Again, this indicates 
that the mismatched dyad service providers mistook displayed shame for actual shame.  
Fisher’s Z-tests revealed however that there were no statistically significant differences 
between the matched/mismatched dyads on the correlations of happiness, shame and fear. 
The mixed results here show that hypothesis H1 was only supported for anger. 
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Table III: Intercorrelations of actual and perceived emotions for matched/mismatched 
cultures. 
 
To further unpack these results, we examined the mean scores for the intensity of 
emotions (perceived and actual) for matched and mismatched dyads for each of the emotion 
factors (see Figure 1).  While there was no statistical difference between perception and 
actual anger for Anglo service providers all other dyads showed the moderating impact of 
cultural display rules on anger.  These moderating effects on the service provider’s ability to 
read customers’ emotions are also clearly seen when looking at happiness.  The Anglo 
service providers underestimated the level of happiness of Anglo customers, yet 
overestimated the level of happiness felt by Confucian customers.  Surprisingly, Confucian 
service providers also underestimated the level of happiness of Anglo customers and 
overestimated the level of happiness felt by Confucian customers.  The differences in the 
slopes of the lines were not as great for the Confucian service providers, thus indicating that, 
although display rules still appear to influence their perception of happiness, it is not to the 
same extent as Anglo service providers.  Another example of the moderating influence of 
culture is seen where the Confucian service providers overestimated the level of shame for 
both the culturally matched and mismatched customer.  Interestingly, while Anglo service 
providers were relatively accurate in perceiving this emotion in culturally matched customers, 
they underestimated culturally mismatched customers’ emotions. 
 Matched culture Mismatched culture Fisher’s Z-
score  Actual 
(customer)/ 
Perceived (service 
provider) 
Actual 
(customer)/ 
Perceived (service 
provider) a 
Actual 
(customer)/ 
Perceived (service 
provider) 
Actual 
(customer)/ 
Perceived (service 
provider) a 
Anger  .72 **  .78 **  .38 **  .42 ** 3.32 ** 
Fear -.02  -.03 .16  .19  1.29 
Shame -.16 -.15 -.38 ** -.42 ** 1.65 
Happiness -.48 ** -.48 ** -.25 ** -.32 ** 1.08 
** p < .01,  * p < .05 
a Gender, and OtherES partialled out 
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Take in Figure (No.1) 
In H2, we hypothesised that “the displayed emotions of customers from Anglo 
cultures will be recognised more accurately by service providers than customers from 
Confucian cultures”. For this to be supported, the correlations between the intensity of actual 
emotions (reported by the customers in the video) and the intensity of these emotions 
perceived by service providers (the respondents who watched the video) would be 
significantly higher, and therefore more accurate, for the Anglo customers compared with the 
Confucian customers.  The intercorrelations between perceived and felt customer emotions 
are shown in Table IV. Fisher’s Z-tests were then undertaken using the partitioned 
correlations of each of the emotion variables to find the difference in recognition accuracy 
between the Anglo and Confucian customers’ emotions (see columns 4 and 7, Table IV). 
Table IV: Intercorrelations between perceived and felt customer emotions. 
 
 
Results show a significant positive correlation between the Anglo service providers’ 
perception of anger and fear, and the Anglo customer’s felt anger and fear, but not for 
happiness or shame. These results suggest that Anglo service providers could only detect 
accurately anger and fear in dissatisfied Anglo customers.  More interestingly, a significant 
negative correlation between the Anglo service provider’s perceptions of happiness and 
shame and the Confucian customer feelings of happiness and shame was revealed.  A similar 
negative correlation was observed between the Confucian service provider’s perception and 
 Anglo Service provider Confucian service provider 
 Anglo 
customer 
Confucian 
customer 
Fisher’s Z 
 
Anglo 
customer 
Confucian 
customer 
Fisher’s Z 
 
Anger   .61 ** -.14 4.99 **  .56 **  -.08 4.19 ** 
Fear   .43 *  .19 1.57  .00   .07   .41 
Shame -.13 -.37 * 1.54 .12 -.29 * 2.46 ** 
Happiness   .09 -.61 ** 4.69 ** -.04 -.25 * 1.26 
** p < .01,  * p < .05 
Gender, and OtherES partialled out 
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the Confucian customer’s feelings of happiness. These negative correlations suggest that 
service providers misread the display rules in which Confucians will often mask negative 
emotions with a smile.  The Confucian display rules may therefore also account for a very 
low (non-significant) correlation between both the Anglo and Confucian service providers’ 
perceptions and Confucian customer actual feelings of anger.  In these instances the anger felt 
by Confucian customers may be masked through false expressions of happiness.  Another 
example of the service providers misreading the display rules is seen in the significant 
correlation of shame in Confucian customers. As shame is a self-conscious or self-effacing 
emotion (Bagozzi, 2006), where individual are more likely to feel inferior to others (Tangney 
et al., 2005), it may be that, when experiencing potential conflict such as occurs in a 
complaint situation, Confucian customers appear to show shame as a way to take some of the 
blame and hence to save face. 
The differences in correlations for anger between the Anglo customer and Confucian 
customer are significant for both the Anglo service provider (Z = 4.99, p < .01) and the 
Confucian service provider (Z = 4.19, p < .01).  Thus suggesting that the anger felt by a 
dissatisfied customer is recognisable in the Anglo customer but not the Confucian customer.  
This result provides support for H2 for the emotion of Anger. The differences in correlations 
for happiness between the Anglo customer and Confucian customer are significant only for 
the Anglo service provider (Z = 4.69, p < .01).  For the Confucian service provider however, 
the results show that while the correlation between the service providers’ perceptions of 
happiness and the Confucian customers feeling of happiness was negatively correlated, the 
difference in the correlations between the Anglo and Confucian customers was not 
significant.  This result suggests that Confucian customers are more adept at recognising the 
false displays of happiness that that of the Anglo service provider.  Thus H2 is partially 
supported for happiness. 
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6.0 Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to determine if facial expression is sufficient to allow a service 
provider to accurately recognise the felt emotions of the customer.  We hypothesised that 
there would be significant discrepancies between service providers’ reading of customers’ 
emotions, and the emotions actually experienced by the customer.  Both of our hypotheses 
were partially supported, providing evidence of the difficulty facing service providers in 
detecting and interpreting the emotions of a dissatisfied customer. 
In H1, we predicted the accuracy of service providers’ perception of dissatisfied 
customer emotions would be greater when there was a cultural match between the service 
provider and the customer.  We found that cultural match/mismatch did indeed moderate 
service providers’ ability to interpret accurately the displayed emotions of dissatisfied 
customers – but only for anger.  This was most likely a result of the familiarity of display 
rules within cultures thus anger was more accurately recognised in matched cultures than 
mismatched ones.  The familiarity with the expression is likely to increase the accuracy 
which with service providers’ perceive customers’ anger since ‘familiarity breeds accuracy’ 
(Elfenbein and Ambady, 2003).  
In H2, we aimed to examine specifically whether the displayed emotions of Anglo 
customers would be recognised more accurately by service providers than customers from 
Confucian cultures.  The correlations between the service providers’ perception and the 
customers’ felt emotion was investigated for Anglo/Confucian combinations, as well as 
same-culture combinations.  We found that Anglo customers’ recognised anger more 
accurately than their Confucian counterparts.  Anglo customers were perceived to be angrier 
and less happy than Confucian customers by both Anglo and Confucian service providers. 
This finding is consistent with Matsumoto’s (1989) findings that individualism was positively 
correlated with greater accuracy rates of anger recognition.  It was interesting, however, that 
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regardless of the cultural background of the service provider, anger was perceived to be more 
expressive in Anglo customers.   
Conversely, Confucian customers were perceived to be less angry, more shameful and 
happier by both Anglo and Confucian service providers.  When examining the accuracy of 
customer happiness both service provider groups appeared to overestimate this for Confucian 
customers; although only the Anglo service providers perceived a significant difference 
between Anglo and Confucian customers.  This supports prior research on cultural display 
rules, where Confucians have been shown to display a smile even though they may be feeling 
negative emotions such as anger (Matsumoto et al, 1998).  The same cultural display rule of 
not publically displaying anger may also account for the misreading of shame displayed by 
the Confucian customers.  One explanation for this might be that, in order to save face, 
Confucian customers express shame (a self-conscious emotion) as a way of taking some of 
the responsibility (i.e., in order to avoid conflict in the complaint situation).  As such, they 
may be seeking to ‘keep the balance’, to minimise offence, and to exercise control 
(Matsumoto et al., 2005).  The portrayal of a smile even when they are not feeling happy may 
also be a face-saving mechanism (Tang, 2007).  The net result of this is that their expressions 
of shame and happiness are likely to be misinterpreted by Anglo service providers. 
 
6.1 Managerial implications 
The ability to recognise and to interpret emotion is invaluable to people working in direct 
contact with customers.  This is because they can assess the customer’s emotions and then 
use the information gained to encourage positive emotions (Jordan and Troth, 2002).  By 
being effective in recognising the emotional troubles of others, a service provider is more 
likely to be able to help the unhappy customer feel understood, cared for, and important. 
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Our results showed anger to be associated with the highest level of intensity of all 
four emotions in the data set.  Thus, anger is an emotion that needs management if customers 
are to be kept satisfied and to prevent organisational stress in service workers.  Additionally, 
when a customer expresses anger, this can have an emotional contagion effect on other 
customers and on service staff, causing dissatisfaction and stress for both (Dallimore et al., 
2007).  Service providers who perceive Anglo customers to be angrier than they really are 
may act defensively and display unwarranted levels of anger in return.  This defensive 
behaviour amongst employees can then lead to ineffective complaint handling and can in turn 
impact firm profitability (Homburg and Fürst, 2007). 
Perhaps more importantly for managers of service organisations, where frontline staff 
regularly interact with customers, was our finding that Confucian customers appeared to 
mask their dissatisfaction of the service or service personnel with positive facial expressions 
such as a smile.  Similarly, Confucian customers may use defensive or self-protective 
reactions such as showing shame.  These behaviours therefore lead service providers, falsely, 
to believe the customer is happy with the situation.  The implication for managers of service 
providers who underestimate the anger felt by Confucian customers, or even mistake their 
facial expressions as signs of happiness or shame, may result in the complaint going 
unattended. The consequences of these actions may lead to exit, negative word of mouth, 
and/or lack of re-patronage (Halstead, 2002).  Therefore in industries where there is a high 
likelihood of contact with Confucian customers managers must take steps to ensure cultural 
training is undertaken. 
 
7.0 Limitations and further research 
We acknowledge four limitations of our research.  First, this was a laboratory study involving 
students. We justify this approach, however, on the basis that our research was designed to 
22 
 
improve our understanding of the existence of cultural display rules.  As such, by using an 
experimental design, we were able to control for other confounding effects.  In this case, it is 
important to appreciate we are not making generalizations about how people interpret 
emotions but rather we are testing whether such behaviours exist (Mook, 1983).  We also 
refer to the recent meta-analysis comparing laboratory and field research in applied 
psychology by Mitchell (2012), who found the results were highly correlated (r = .89). 
A second limitation is that, although provoked, the use of actors to portray customers’ 
emotions may have limited the range of felt emotions.  Future research might be enhanced 
through the use of actual footage of complaining customers, although this may mean a lower 
level of experimental control.  This method would also enable the researcher to evaluate 
complaining behaviours against normative behaviours with regard to emotion regulation and 
expression within a service encounter. 
Third, we focused our investigations on participants’ perceptions of single-encounter 
customer facial expression only (i.e., without including the customer’s voice).  Future 
research would do well to investigate other forms of emotional expression such as voice, 
kinetics, proxemics, physical appearance, and paralanguage.  This would also allow for a 
comparison between the forms with a view to expand external validity. 
Finally, the measure of felt shame we employed failed to meet the required standard 
for alpha reliability.  We therefore employed a single item (“ashamed”) to measure both felt 
and perceived shame, which therefore did not enable us to establish internal reliability for 
these constructs.  We justify this on the basis of research in the job satisfaction literature 
showing a high correlation between single-item and multi-item measures (Wanous et al., 
1997).  Moreover, we also confirmed that the results we obtained using the single item 
measure were essentially identical to those based on the original 3-item measure (Richins, 
1997). 
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8.0 Conclusion 
We had two aims for this research.  First, was to investigate the level of accuracy with which 
felt emotions were recognised across cultures.  Results in this respect suggest that facial 
recognition of emotions is difficult when the service providers and customers are from 
different cultural backgrounds.  This provides further evidence that emotional expression is 
bound by cultural norms and display rules (Matsumoto et al., 1998).  Our second aim was to 
compare Anglo and Confucian Asian cultures to establish whether there were differences in 
the accuracy of participants’ interpretation of emotions.  Again, consistent with the idea that 
emotional expression is culturally bound, Anglo participants were more accurate at emotional 
recognition.  This may be caused by cultural tolerance of such emotions as anger. 
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Figure 1. Match/mismatch service provider culture for emotion recognition 
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Appendix 1: Measures Used in Questionnaires 
 
Perceived emotions (adapted from Richins 1997) 
Imagine you are the employee serving the customer in the video. Please indicate your 
opinion on how strongly the customer appears to feel the following emotions. 
Frustrated Angry Irritated  (α = 0.88) 
Afraid Scared Panicky (α = 0.67) 
Embarrassed Ashamed Humiliated (α = 0.75)* 
Pleased Happy Joyful (α = 0.73) 
All items were measured using four point Likert type scales anchored by “not at all 
feeling…” and “feeling extremely….” 
*Only the “ashamed” item in the shame scale was used in order to match the scale used to 
measure felt emotion. 
 
Ability to deal with own emotions (Own ES) (Jordan, Ashkanasy, Härtel, and Gregory 
2002) (α = 0.83) 
I am aware of my feelings when working with others 
I seldom have an initial feeling that something is right or wrong when working with others 
When I am angry with someone, I can overcome that emotion quickly 
I respect the opinion of other people, even if I think they are wrong 
I am aware of the emotions I experience 
I can explain the emotions I feel to others 
When discussing issues in other people I usually draw on my first impressions 
I can discuss the emotions I feel with other people 
When I am frustrated with others, I can overcome my frustration 
When deciding on a dispute, I try to see all sides of a disagreement before I come to a conclusion. 
I am not sure what emotions I experience when working with others 
First impressions form part of my opinion when discussing issues with others 
If I feel down, I can tell other people what will make me feel better 
When talking to others, I find it difficult to see the other side of an argument 
I draw on intuition and instinct when discussing issues with others 
I am not very good at controlling my emotions when working with others 
When working with others, I can easily identify which emotions I experience 
I can talk to other people about the emotions I experience 
I’m not usually aware of my feelings when working with others 
My first impression about issues are a starting point for me when working with others 
If someone comes to me with a problem, I can listen to them without judging 
I find it difficult to tell others how I feel 
I am able to “bounce back” from an awkward situation with other people 
 
Ability to recognise others emotions (Other ES) (Jordan, Ashkanasy, Härtel, and Gregory 
2002) (α = 0.84) 
I am able to describe accurately the way others are feeling 
When I talk to another person I can gauge their reaction from their facial expression. 
When I talk to another person I can gauge their reaction from the tone of their voice. 
When I talk to another person I can gauge their reaction from their body language. 
I take notice of the mood other people are in. 
I am aware of how others are feeling. 
I am attentive to the reactions of other people. 
All items in the Own ES and Other ES scales were measured on a 7 point Likert type scales 
anchored by “strongly disagree” and “strongly agree”. 
